DOCUMENT RESUME 



ED 464 194 



UD 034 989 



AUTHOR 

TITLE 



INSTITUTION 
SPONS AGENCY 
REPORT NO 
ISBN 

PUB DATE 
NOTE 

CONTRACT 
AVAILABLE FROM 
PUB TYPE 
EDRS PRICE 
DESCRIPTORS 



IDENTIFIERS 



Taylor, Chris; Gorard, Stephen; Fitz, John 
Size Matters: Does School Choice Lead to "Spirals of 
Decline"? Measuring Markets: The Case of the ERA 1988. 
Working Paper. 

Cardiff Univ. (Wales). School of Social Sciences. 

Economic and Social Research Council, Lancaster (England) . 
WP-36 

ISBN-1-87-2330-339 

2000 - 00-00 

36p . ; Some figures may not reproduce adequately. 

R00023 803 1 

For full text: http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/socsi/markets. 
Information Analyses (070) 

MF01/PC02 Plus Postage. 

Competition; Disadvantaged Youth; * Enrollment Trends; 

Foreign Countries; *Free Enterprise System; *School Choice; 
School Size; Secondary Education; Secondary School Students; 
♦Socioeconomic Status; Urban Areas 
England; Wales 



ABSTRACT 



This study examines whether some English and Welsh secondary 
schools have consistently lost market share since 1988, whether the same 
schools are becoming relatively more socially disadvantaged in socioeconomic 
terms, whether the schools are in a spiral of decline, and whether the 
spirals of decline are caused by school choice. It outlines changes over time 
in school recruitment for all secondary schools between 1989, the 
introduction of open enrollment, and 1999, the most recent figures available. 
Data come from a database on the size and socioeconomic composition of all 
English and Welsh secondary schools and from interviews with local education 
authority (LEA) officials. Overall, the rise in the secondary school age 
cohort means that the actual number of students enrolled has generally 
increased in most schools. This has been reinforced by a program of school 
closure and amalgamation during the first half of the 1990s. There is no 
empirical evidence to support the notion of spirals of decline resulting from 
increased market forces since 1988, given the very limited number of schools 
actually decreasing in size and the even smaller number of schools that also 
increased their share of students facing socioeconomic disadvantage. 
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Introduction 

In a sense, both the advocates and the opponents of the greater use of market forces in compulsory 
education have predicted that some schools will enter what is termed here a ’spiral of decline’. This 
is a condition in which a school both loses market share and increases the proportion of socio- 
economic disadvantage in its intake^ The spiral stems from the relationship between these two 
characteristics in a market driven by pupil-funding and raw-score performance indicators. As 
schools become more socially disadvantaged their 'league table’ position declines, so more families 
prefer to use alternative schools. The losing school loses both numbers and probably more of the 
relatively socially advantaged families in its potential catchment, since the latter are deemed more 
likely to be the 'alert clients’ using their powers of ’exit’ (Hirschman 1970). This leads to even poorer 
league table results since there is a clear relationship at an aggregate level between socio-economic 
status and raw-score school outcomes, and therefore fewer pupils, smaller budget and so to a spiral 
of decline. Advocates of market forces see this as a temporary but probably necessary stage in 
systematic improvement based upon a mechanism where good schools will be popular and bad 
schools will either reform or eventually close through lack of numbers (Friedman and Friedman 
1980). Opponents see this as a cmcial component of their opposition to the concept of allowing 
families the freedom to choose schools for their children, since the system will penalise those who do 
not, or cannot, make 'good' choices. Our research set out to test this idea, and determine whether 
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such declines have taken place in secondary schools in England and Wales and, if so, whether they 
were related to the process of school choice. The answer would appear to be that such declines do 
not occur, or at least no more so than they have always done. Schools have changed in size within 
limitations since 1944, and some schools have closed, merged, split and started up. There is no 
reason to believe that the pattern has changed as a result of the 1988 Education Reform Act, rather 
than being based more generally on demographic change for example. The reason why this is so, if 
one needs to provide a reason for something not occurring, appears to be that LEAs are preventing 
it Different LEAs may use different mechanisms which have the effect of maintaining school rolls 
within certain boundaries, but most see this as a continued and valuable role for their school planning 
sections. 

We have detailed elsewhere the policy provision in England and Wales designed to promote 
competition between schools, and so only a summary is given here. The 1988 Education Reform 
Act and associated legislation, among other objectives, set out to improve the social mix in schools 
and the standard of education provided in them. This was to be achieved by downgrading the notion 
of catchment areas, based all too often on residentially-segregated areas, allowing children from the 
most disadvantaged areas the choice of attending schools in the most advantaged areas. The policies 
of per capita funding, open enrolment, performance indicators (or benchmarks) and funding 
following pupils would supposedly drive up standards since poor schools would be unpopular. Poor 
schools would lose pupils until they either closed or improved. Good schools would be popular and 
would grow. Critics have suggested that such a model is unlikely to work. What is more likely is that 
those families who are already advantaged in educational terms will now be even more likely to gain 
places at desirable schools. Schools will therefore tend to become socially segregated, reinforcing 
existing polarisation in terms of raw-score results, leading to further loss of pupils in less successful 
schools, and so on. Two related factors would be chiefly to blame for this. Those families with 
knowledge of the system, confidence, leisure time and, above all, the ability to transport children to 
non-adjacent schools would be more likely to look for places in popular schools. Popular schools 
would be over-subscribed and in the allocation of contested places may, at least inadvertently, show 
preference to pupils likely to boost their raw-scores. 
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According much of the evidence presented in the UK, as elsewhere, the second scenario is more 
likely. Reay (1998), for example, claims that the ’market system of education provides the middle- 
classes with a competitive edge, of which they will increasingly take advantage' (p.l). Theoretical 
models have generally predicted a growth in social stratification between schools as a result of 
increased market forces in school placements (Bourdieu and Passeron 1992, Bowe et al. 1994). 
The findings of small-scale empirical studies of school choice in urban areas of England have 
reported finding evidence that supports these predictions (Blair 1994, Gewirtz et al. 1995), and the 
results from studies of school choice in England, Scotland, Israel and New Zealand have provided 
apparent confirmation (Willms and Echols 1992, Goldring 1995, Ambler 1997, Glatter et al. 1997, 
Waslander and Thrupp 1995, Woods et al. 1997, Lauder et al. 1999, also see Gorard 1999b for 
fuller discussion of this issue). Levacic and Hardman (1998) suggest that within a system of choice 
schools with high levels of students from poor families tend to lose student numbers, and therefore 
budget share, over time. Bagley and Woods (1998) report that families in their study were avoiding 
schools on the basis of current student intake characteristics such as race, religion and ability, 
suggesting that socio-economic segregation is linked to segregation in terms of other indicators as 
well. Hook (1999) describes how schools with low pass rates in examinations gain poor local 
reputations, which then have a strong deterrent effect on many residents. These so-called sink 
schools also have a high proportion of transient students, who may be both partly the cause and 
partly a symptom of the problem (Berki 1999). Families in these areas who have high aspirations 
therefore tend to move away (or use alternative schools), leading to a cycle of decline in inner cities, 
and an ever-increasing gap between the schools servicing the rich and those used by the poor. 
Worpole (1999) observes that the average length of trips to and from schools has increased from 
2.1 to 2.7 miles over the last decade, and that the increasing use of family cars further exacerbates 
the educational divide between have and the have-nots. ’Schools which are left behind can get 
trapped into a vicious circle of decline’ (p.l 7). In effect, social segregation between schools is 
increasing, leading some disadvantaged schools into a ’spiral of decline’, and creating a clear system 
of winners and losers. 

The recent media stories of high-profile government ministers, and even radical left-wing politicians, 
seeking to avoid their local comprehensive and using more distant grant-maintained (GM) schools 
can be seen as illustrations of this much larger trend. The policy of allowing Grant-maintained 
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schools (as they then were) to opt out of LEA control has supposedly increased polarisation 
between institutions (TES 1999), simply because they exist or because they ’covertly select pupils 
by ability' according to Levacic and Hardman (1999). Much academic writing is therefore based on 
the social science 'fact' that markets in education have an increasingly stratifying impact on the 
makeup of schools (Conway 1997). Waslander and Thrupp state that 'those endowed with material 
and cultural capital will simply add to their existing advantages through choice policies' (1995, p. 
21). Similarly, Gipps (1993) states that 'the concept of market choice allows the articulate middle 
and educated classes to exert their privilege, whilst not appearing to' (p.35). Commenting on 
experiments from the USA (where 'choice' has generally involved schemes providing free places at 
private schools for poor students). Powers and Cookson (1999) suggest that 'perhaps the most 
consistent effect of market-driven choice programs across the studies ... is that choice programs 
tend to have the effect of increasing stratification to one degree or another within school districts' 
(p.109). According to a study from Exeter University, 'within local markets, the evidence is clear 
that high-performing schools both improve their GCSE performance fastest and draw to themselves 
the most socially-advantaged pupils' (in Budge 1999, p.3). 

The ensuing movement away from particular schools has two suggested impacts. One is that the 
number of students on roll falls, leading to a decline in the level of resources that those schools 
obtain (Whitty et al. 1998). It has been estimated that 75% of funding under Local Management of 
Schools (LMS) is based on numbers on roll within a school (Congdon and McCallum 1992). In 
addition, the social mix of such schools becomes increasingly problematic such that the prevalence 
of less able students, i.e. 'at-risk' students (Tomlinson 1997) or the 'wrong' students (Lauder et al. 
1999), places extra pressure on their already declining resources. Critics of the new education 
market argue that by giving parents the opportunity to state a preference for particular schools will 
throw some schools increasingly into spirals of decline. 

On the other hand, some commentators see less evidence of change over time as a result of choice 
policies, and for two main reasons. First: because of the importance of geographical location and 
local factors in the implementation of any national policy (Herbert 2000). Second: because much of 
the work: cited above has a missing comparator in that no data is provided from before the onset of 
choice policies. In England and Wales different social classes have long been substantially 
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segregated from each other by residence, which made any attempt to create a good social mix in 
’local’ comprehensive schools very difficult (Dore and Flowerdew 1981), and the situation does not 
seem to be improving. In fact, residential segregation may itself be reinforced by the rising cost of 
property in desirable catchment areas leading to selection by postcode and the continuance of 
educational ’ghettoisation' (Association of Teachers and Lecturers 2000), the so-called ’’Belfast 
model’ (see Gorard 2000a). Advocates of increased school choice have suggested choice as a 
partial antidote to this reinforcing cycle of residential segregation, and there is some, albeit limited, 
evidence that this is possible. For example, Parsons et al. (2000) found that while there has been a 
progressive rise in the use of schools further away from home, this has not had quite the polarising 
effect predicted above. Out-of-catchment schools have been chosen by more children from 
’struggling’ neighbourhoods than ’prosperous’ ones, and this is likely to reflect a greater 
dissatisfaction with their local school among those living in poorer areas (see also Gorard and Fitz 
1998a). Since they are using post-code data Parsons et al. have no way of pursuing this matter, but 
it is possible that those leaving their struggling catchment areas to go to a different school represent a 
somehow privileged sub-group among those living in poorer areas. Whether this is in fact so is one 
of the things this paper sets out to discover. 

Stillman (1990) suggests that there has not been much increase in active choice of schools or use of 
out-of-catchment schools since the reforms of the 1980s. This may be partly due to the number of 
school closures stemming from surplus places in the system (see below), and partly because some 
significant elements of choice already existed For example, Education Ministry Circular 83 (1946) 
stated that Section 76 of the 1994 Education Act which permitted families to express a preference 
for a school, and to appeal against non-placement, was not limited to choice on religious (Anglican 
or Catholic) grounds. As the use of school allocation procedures involving an 11+ examination 
declined from 1968 to 1977, so the number of LEAs allocating places via choice schemes increased 
from 20% in 1968 to 27% in 1977, while the number using a catchment or feeder school system 
rose from 53% to 70% (Dore and Flowerdew 1981). According to Forrest (1996), in 1985 61% 
of LEAs operated catchment area systems, and 39% used a system of open preference. By 1996, 
despite the interim 1988 Education Reform Act, the number of LEAs using catchment areas had 
only dropped to 41%. This kind of evidence, of stability over time and the continued use of 
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neighbourhood schools, suggest that contrary to the crisis account, spirals of decline will actually be 
relatively rare. 

Despite the number of relatively small-scale, theoretical or qualitative studies cited, there has not 
been a recent definitive study of the impact of choice on the size of schools. 'The debate over school 
choice is rich in rhetoric but dismally poor when it comes to hard evidence* (Fuller 1996, p.ll). 
Hardman and Levacic (1997) analysed the change in recruitment of 276 secondary schools from 
across six Local Education Authorities between 1990-91 and 1993-4. They found that of these 276 
schools, 100 increased the size of their intake, 145 remained relatively constant and 31 saw a 
decrease in their intake. This, it was argued, 'suggests that the redistribution of the annual intake 
cohort amongst groups of competing schools reflects the differential popularity of those schools' (p. 
123). This paper extends their analysis by examining the change in recruitment of secondary schools 
over an eleven-year period, from 1989 to 1999. It is almost assumed that with open enrolment, as 
long as there are enough suiplus places in the education system, 'popular* schools will increase the 
size of their intakes year-on-year and those that are 'unpopular* will see a fall in numbers year-on- 
year. Popular schools can only keep increasing as long as there are places available in the school 
and generally therefore more popular schools will eventually become over-subscribed. It should be 
noted, however, that there are exceptions to this where schools have successfully admitted students 
over their planned admission number (PAN), and in Wales where the Popular Schools Initiative has 
allowed a few schools to expand in face of growing demand for their places. Unpopular schools will 
only see a fall in the size of their intakes as long as there are places available in other schools. If 
schools closures, rising birth-rates or other factors combine to keep school rolls high then, by 
definition, spirals of decline in terms of simple numbers cannot take place. 

Consideration such as these lead us to five chief research questions about size matters: 

• Have some schools consistently lost market share in the period since 1988? 

• Are the changes noted larger than in previous periods? 

• Are these same schools becoming relatively more socially disadvantaged in socio-economic 
terms? 

• Are these schools therefore in a spiral of decline? 

• Are spirals of decline caused by the process of school choice? 
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Methods used 



The data used in this paper comes from two large-scale datasets. The first is a database of the size 
and socio-economic composition of all secondary schools in England and Wales provided by the 
DfEE, the Welsh Office, and the LEAs themselves. It contains a record for every year from 1989- 
1999 of the number of pupils on roll, the number eligible for and taking free school meals, the 
number from each ethnic group, first language and special educational need. This data is used to 
decide whether schools are getting larger or smaller over time, and to document when they close, 
split, merge, or open. It is also used to calculate the proportion of ’disadvantaged’ pupils in each 
school. The second dataset is a collection of interviews with a variety of LEA officials from the 40 
LEAs selected as a sub-sample for more detailed study (the full list can be seen in White et al. 
1999). The 30 of these LEAs based in England are used here for the more detailed analysis. They 
are used to help explain the patterns of change in focus schools and the way in which LEA 
procedures for school allocation and these changes are related. Incidentally we generally preserve 
the anonymity of schools still in operation but feel that it is appropriate to use the proper names of 
schools that no longer exist and those that have already been publicly declared as being in Special 
Measures. Similarly, we chose not to identify the Local Education Authorities when dealing with 
issues of a sensitive nature. 

One of the first, and perhaps surprising, problems we had to face was how to measure the size of a 
school. The number of children in English secondary schools has increased from 2,944,722 in 1989 
to 3,122,622 in 1999 (Figure 1). This increase has come alongside a reduction in the number of 
secondary schools in England; hence, the potential number of students in each school has steadily 
increased over the 1 1-year period from a mean of 730 pupils per school in 1989 to 876 pupils per 
school in 1999 (Figure 2). 
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Figure 1 Number of full-time secondary school pupils and number of secondary schools in 
England 
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Figure 2 Average number of pupils per secondary school in England 
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These average increases are clearly not evenly distributed across all LEAs, and Figure 3 shows the 
variation over 30 authorities in England (these 30 are all of the English LEAs in our stratified sub- 
sample, selected on the basis of location, size, poverty, segregation and school type). Changes in 
size cannot be assessed simply in raw figures, nor as percentage point differences for many of the 
reasons that we have discussed elsewhere (not least because urban and rural schools tend to be of 
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different orders of magnitude, see also Gorard 1999a). In order to produce an estimate of the 
change in size in each area (or school) which is comparable between areas, we find the difference 
between the number on roll in 1989 and in 1999, and divide this by the original size of the school 
(Gorard 1999b). This yields a range of -4% to +78%. The largest increase in school sizes from this 
sample of LEAs was in Brent where the average school increased from 605 full-time students in 
1989 to 1075 full-time students in 1999. A programme of school closures and amalgamations lies 
behind this very large increase. For example, in 1989 there were 18 schools but by 1999 this had 
fallen to 13 schools even though the number of students in full-time secondary education actually 
increased from 10,891 students to 13,984 students in the 1 1 -year period. In searching for spirals of 
decline it is therefore important to take these results into account. A decision to close schools on 
other grounds should not be confused with spirals of decline. Not all closed schools were in decline, 
and some schools only went into decline when closure was announced. Closing schools are 
generally phased out by age cohort so producing an ongoing drop in numbers. In areas such as the 
City of Bristol where the demographic trend has been down and where insufficient schools have 
been closed to reduce spare places, even a school facing a drop in numbers is not necessarily in 
decline. What we are searching for are schools which have no clear demographic reason for a drop 
in numbers, but which show such a drop in conjunction with an increasingly disadvantaged intake. 

A related problem to the measurement of size is the assessment of relative disadvantage. We have 
written a considerable amount on this topic elsewhere (Gorard and Fitz 1998a, 1998b, Gorard and 
Fitz 2000a, 2000b, Gorard 2000b, 2000c, Taylor et al. 2000). The issue is not whether schools in 
potential spirals of decline are socially disadvantaged (they probably are), nor whether their 
percentage of children from families in poverty is increasing (as this is a national trend), but whether 
they are taking an increasing proportion of such disadvantaged pupils. In summary, we use here our 
segregation ratio for individual schools based upon eligibility for free school meals. 
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Figure 3 Change in average school intakes for a sample of 30 LEAs 1989-99 
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Because of the difficulty in interpreting changes in intake patterns without accurate knowledge of the 
underlying demographic changes affecting each school's intake, we also attempt to identify schools 
in 'spirals of decline’ from a different perspective. We concentrate our search on two not wholly 
distinct groups of schools; those under Special Measures ('failing' schools as defined by OFSTED 
inspections) and those that have been closed during the last four years. These, along with those 
simply losing numbers over time, are likely candidates to be schools in a spiral of decline. 
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Changes in size 

Figure 4 shows the proportionate change in individual school rolls between 1989 and 1999 for all 
English secondary schools. The degree of school size change reflects a normal distribution with most 
schools increasing between 0 and 10% over the 1 1 years, some by considerably more, and some 
declining in size. Only the 28% of schools showing a decrease in size, plus those closing or merging 
in the interim, are candidates for spirals of decline (although it should be noted that schools closed in 
the period do not appear in Figure 4). The majority of these experienced a fall in numbers of 
between 0 and 10%. There were a very few schools that saw much larger large falls in their school 
rolls, although Fryem Community College (Essex) declined by 63% and Kingsland Community 
College (Bedfordshire) fell by 43% for example. Both of these schools, and others, are considered 
in more detail below. 

There has been little research on school rolls prior to the expansion of market forces in education 
but one study by Butel (1988), who examined the changing rolls of 45 secondary schools in one 
LEA, calculated that the average school size in 1985-6 had fallen to 820 pupils from an average in 
1978-9 of 861 pupils. This is an overall drop of 4.8%. Butel also analysed the differential impact of 
change across the LEA and observed a pattern of declining urban school intakes and growing rural 
school intakes. The magnitude of change in this one LEA before the introduction of the 1998 
Education Reform Act makes it difficult to interpret many of the changes presented here throughout 
the 1990s as of great significance. From the 1970s to the 1980s the number on roll of most schools 
declined, leading to the surplus places that motivated at least part of the reforms in the 1 980s. The 
decline was demographic, and as far as we can tell at this stage, unrelated to school allocation 
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procedures. From the 1980s to the 1990s the number on roll of most schools has increased (by 
20% from 1989-99). Again this has a demographic cause, exacerbated by the school closures 
stemming from the earlier decline. 

Figure 4 Frequency of school size changes 1989-99 
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Percentage change from 1989 to 1999 



There is considerable variation between LEAs in the relative size of their schools over time. Nearly 
all schools show some variation, and most of those with a lower number on roll in 1999 than in 1989 
have intermediate years with a higher figure. The difficulty, then, lies in distinguishing a spiral of 
decline (in numbers) from the usual flux in school sizes both before and after 1988. In Hounslow 
LEA, for example, and several others no schools ended the period with fewer pupils (Figure 5), and 
given the average increase in school sizes this is not a very unusual outcome. Some schools show 
considerable growth over a short period, and others have a relatively flat 'trajectory'. Of course, 
those schools which remain similar in size have lost 'market share’ to the growing schools, but in our 
operational definition of a school in decline it must be losing raw numbers, and therefore facing a 
lower level of per capita resources. 
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Figure 5 Trends in school rolls 1989-99, Hounslow LEA 
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The picture for Slough LEA is slightly different (Figure 6). Again there is variation between schools 
with some increasing at a faster rate than others, but there is also one school which ends the period 
with a smaller number on roll (Slough C). This school dropped from 650 pupils in 1989 to under 
500 by 1992. It would therefore be a candidate for a school in a terminal spin, losing both market 
share and raw numbers of pupils to other local schools. The timing is also interesting, taking place in 
the years immediately following the Education Reform Act 1988. It is important to note however, 
that the school is no longer in a terminal spin since it recovered in size to 570 by 1999. We shall 
return to this school for a consideration of changes in the character of its intake over the same 
period. 




A similar picture appears in both Reading, and Hammersmith and Fulham for example (see Figure 
7). Reading LEA is particularly significant here as it lies at the opposite end of Figure 3 to 
Hounslow, meaning that growth of the average roll is quite small. Nevertheless, all except one school 
end the period with larger numbers than at the start. Even, the exception maintained numbers for 
several years after 1988, actually growing in size to above its 1989 base, before declined 
consistently from 1992. 



Figure 6 Trends in school rolls 1989-99, Slough LEA 
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Figure 7 Trends in school rolls 1989-99, Reading LEA 
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A very different picture emerges in Hillingdon LEA and a few others (Figure 8). Some schools 
increase in size and some decline, and the most likely reason is demographic since the total number 
of pupils has not grown as quickly as in Slough or Hounslow. Despite these differences none of the 
schools open in 1999 is obviously in a terminal spin. The range of school rolls in 1989 was from 200 
to 1100, and by 1999 the range was from 400 to 1550. While individual schools have changed 
order in rank size, those schools surviving from 1989 to 1999 are around or above their original 
size. What has happened is that three schools have closed, and these were already three of the four 
smallest schools in 1989, and three schools have started out. The new schools are still much larger 
than those which closed, but it is interesting that two of them have dropped in size. The drop in size 
from 1989 in the closing schools was planned by the LEA, and stems from seeing out school careers 
for some existing pupils while not allowing further allocations to that school. Again, none of these 
patterns seems to fit that of a spiral of decline, but it is important to look also at the relative socio- 
economic composition of these schools (see below). 
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Figure 8 Trends in school rolls 1989-99, Hillingdon LEA 
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It is also interesting to observe what has happened in Bristol LEA (Figure 9), since Bristol was the 
only LEA with apparently falling rolls in Figure 3. Despite this most ‘promising’ of scenarios for the 
appearance of spirals of decline, very few candidates are apparent. The school with the largest 
consistent drop only opened in 1996. Only one other school shows a consistent drop over time. 
Most schools drop in numbers slightly in line with the overall demographic trend, while generally 
maintaining their market share. 
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Figure 9 Trends in school rolls 1989-99, Bristol LEA 
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School closures 

There were 49 fewer secondary schools in England in 1999 than in 1995 (which is as far back as 
we have accurate identification for every single school - due to problems with reorganisation, loss of 
archives, official transcription errors, changes in DfEE numbering etc.). The combined effect of 
closing some schools, opening new schools and amalgamating others means that it is possible to 
identify a total of 90 school closures over the same time period. This represents just over 2% of the 
total number of secondary schools that were open in 1989. Around 40% of these schools faced a 
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significant drop in size in the final year(s) before closure (Figure 10). Once an LEA has decided to 
close schools they often incrementally reduce a school's intake by not admitting a new year of pupils. 
The effect of this is to make the school fall in size irrespective of any other factors. However, our 
interviews with those responsible in the LEAs also show that any school considered for closure 
generally goes out for consultation with the local community as well as to Secretary of State, making 
closure a protracted process (Pollock 2000), and in many cases the closure does not take place as 
a result. Consequently, declines in recruitment in the year or two proceeding closure but after 
publication could be due to a lack of confidence in the school being open for the duration of the 
child's full schooling. While clearly an outcome of choice, the consequent drop does not seem to us 
to be a symptom of a spiral of decline. Although the school loses numbers and is closed, the 
notification of closure precedes the loss of numbers. What we are seeking, rather, is a school closed 
due to lack of numbers. The schools in Figure 8 do not meet this criterion. Five of the six schools in 
this sub-sample actually increased in size in the mid-1990s before their planned and phased 
closures. Only St Mark's Church of England School stands out from this analysis as a clear 
candidate for a spiral of decline, showing a year-on-year decline in numbers from 1989, although we 
shall also look in more detail at Margaret Danyers College. It is unfortunate that the DfEE are not 
able to provide us with the numbers on roll before 1989 since we do not know whether the school 
was already in spin before the ERA 1988, or whether we have at last identified a school in a 
market-driven spiral of decline. 

If post- 1988 signaled the start of new trends in school recruitment then the relative size of schools in 
1989 are likely to be in a different order of size by 1999. To make this comparison the size of 
schools in 1989 were correlated against their respective sizes in 1999 using Spearman's rank 
correlation. Across all the LEAs in this analysis the relative size of the schools in 1989 was related to 
their relative size in 1999 (R = 0.864), but this varied by LEA and in some LEAs nothing has 
changed (Figure 1 1). A similar conclusion was reached by Butel (1988) in an earlier study in one 
LEA, where the correlation between school sizes in 1978-9 and 1985-6 was R = 0.92. The size of 
schools in 1989 is significantly related to their relative sizes in 1999. Consequently, any change seen 
in their rolls between 1989 and 1999 might simply be an extension of demographic changes that 
began to affect school recruitment prior to marketisation. From, admittedly limited, previous studies 
the levels of change seen in the 1990s is not too dissimilar to changes seen in the early 1980s. It is 
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also noteworthy that LEAs in which a significant number of school closures took place ended up 
with a lower level of socio-economic segregation than previously (see Gorard and Fitz 2000a). 



Figure 10 - Trends in schools rolls of schools closed 1995-99 
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Figure 11 Spearman's rank correlation of schools sizes 1989-99 by LEA 
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Failing schools’ 



The notion of Special Measures was first introduced in the 1993 Education Act and reinforced in the 
School Inspections Act 1996. It is meant to highlight schools in which 'Special Measures are 
required to be taken in relation to a school if the schools is failing or likely to fail to give its pupils an 
acceptable standard of education' (Section 13,9). Riley (1996) claimed that schools deemed as 
'failing' were affected by the measures introduced in the 1988 Education Reform Act, and argued 
that such schools tended to lose 'able' students to other schools, who in turn attempted to exclude 
'troublesome' students from attending their school. The analysis here is based on two sets of schools 
placed under Special Measures by OFSTED and the DfEE Inspection Team from two different time 
periods. The first set of 20 secondary schools were those under Special Measures as at June 1996. 
The second set of 61 secondary schools were those under Special Measures further into the 
inspection cycle, as at August 1999. 

Schools in Special Measures have both increased and decreased in size since their announcement, 
and the tendency to decrease was more marked in the first batch of 1996 (Figures 12 and 13 show 
the trends in school rolls for a sub-sample of such schools). This is because several schools in the 
first batch were closed down (including St Richard of Chichester and the Waterfield School). All 
comments made above about the procedure for closing schools apply here. The possibility that these 
schools are in a spiral of decline is considered below. In the second batch, no schools were closed 
but the greatest declines were observed in Abbotswood and Merryfield Schools, which were only 
started in the mid-1990s. 
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Figure 12 Trends in schools rolls of schools under Special Measures June 1996 
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Figure 13 Trends in schools rolls of schools under Special Measures August 1999 
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It should also be noted that the greatest fall in rolls, even among those schools falling consistently 
throughout this period, came at around the time of the OFSTED inspections, and particularly for 
schools that were eventually closed. This is complicated by the process of school closure, which 
would typically involve consultation with the local community and school governors, leading to a lack 
of confidence in these schools. Also, the gradual removal of pupils out of these schools inevitably 
makes these schools appear to lose allocated places where they are actually losing entire year 
cohorts. If the two closing schools are discounted for the present, the changes in size of schools in 
Special Measures is no different from changes in schools more generally. Only in a short period at 
the time of the OFSTED inspections does there appear to be any effect on school rolls. This 
suggests that the market may not lead to 'spirals of decline’ but in fact that the announcement of the 
label of ’failing' is a more likely cause of falling numbers. 

Any distinction between the earlier and later schools found 'failing’ could also be explained by a shift 
in the nature of the OFSTED inspections. The later inspections overlapped with the second cycle of 
secondary school inspections such that, according the 1998-99 Annual Report of Her Majesty's 
Chief Inspector of Schools, Chris Woodhead, 'Secondary schools that were placed in special 
measures this year had made too little progress on the key issues from their first inspection’. 
Consequently, these schools were placed under Special Measures because of their lack of 
improvement rather than their failure to deliver an adequate education. This subtle shift in the balance 
of inspections is less likely to be related to falling rolls. 



Changes in composition 

Having identified a total of 12 schools as likely candidates to be in spirals of decline on the basis of 
size alone - whether falling rolls, closed schools, or those in special measures - we turn our attention 
to the second component of the spiral. Have the candidate schools also increased in the proportion 
of pupils with socio-economic disadvantage? According to the patterns shown in Figures 14 and 15 
the answer is no. Of these 12 schools, half increase and half decrease their segregation ratios 
calculated for eligibility for free-school meals over the period, and many of these also show a ‘roller- 
coaster’ pattern of progress. Rather than spirals of decline, schools in trouble financially or in terms 
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of academic reports appear to have volatile rolls. One school, Fryems Community, stands out as the 
only school in our dataset with a profile of a spiral of decline - losing both numbers (and therefore 
budget) and having a growing proportion of pupils from families in poverty. Even with Fryems, two 
caveats should be noted. The school showed a decrease in segregation from 1991 to 1992 and 
again from 1994 to 1998 which is hardly a symptom of a spiral of decline. Finally, finding one 
school from a close search of around 1,000 schools (a quarter of all secondary schools in England) 
which has some of the characteristics of this decline is less than convincing. There is no reason to 
assume that such rare patterns of change have not always occurred, and therefore no reason to 
attribute it to an increase in market forces. 



Figure 14 - Segregation ratios (LEA weighted) of schools in decline, decreasing 
segregation 
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Figure 15 - Segregation ratios (LEA weighted) of schools in decline, increasing 
segregation 
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The role of the LEA 

As noted above it may seem perverse to seek a reason for the absence of something, but we feel 
that the situation requires further explanation. The concept of spirals of decline is so deeply 
embedded in much writing about markets in education that the lack of empirical support for their 
existence is a surprise. To some extent, of course, the increase in parental choice took place in an 
era of generally increasing school rolls and this is a part solution to the puzzle. We feel that much of 
the rest of the solution lies in the role of the LEAs in their handling of school closures, and the 
allocation of places. There is insufficient space here to do more than touch on these issues arising 
from our interviews in 40 LEAs. 

For example, one very large rural LEA has very few surplus places, making it very difficult to move 
schools mid-year, but nearly all families get their first preference school. Since the system is partially 
selective the LEA have elected to run a ‘first effective preference’ system, discounting choices 



where the school has refused a place on any grounds. Therefore parents may feel safer in making an 
‘ambitious choice’ since they will still be treated equally for their second or third choice if 
unsuccessful. In addition the grammar schools have been allowed to use area of residence as a 
criterion of selection. These measures combined with the lack of surplus help to maintain numbers in 
all schools according to the Schools Admissions Officer (although the situation may deteriorate, in 
their terms, as a consequence of the Shoreham, Greenwich, Torbay and Wirral rulings by the 
Adjudicator. 

Another LEA, also rural, has a much higher proportion of surplus places. This means, of course, that 
100% of families get their preferred school and the authority has never had an appeal. Most families 
use their local school, and the request form (unlike that of the LEA above) lists only one school 
‘which your child should attend’ (authors’ emphasis). Free transport is only provided to this local 
school. Very few people visit schools before completing the form, and none of the schools holds 
open days. The Forward Planning Officer argued that people were happy with this arrangement and 
that educational reforms made little difference to admissions. It’s a case of ‘my father and my 
grandfather went to this school’. These measures combine to ensure stability of rolls in most schools. 
Only one school faced falling rolls, and when threatened with closure it opted to become Grant- 
Maintained and now buses children from adjacent LEAs. Interestingly, these two LEAs with very 
different political control and reactions to the notions of choice and diversity have produced a similar 
effect - stasis. 

A third urban LEA has the same political control as the second. It guarantees pupils a place in their 
catchment school only if they ask for it, and families can only ask for one school. There is a high 
proportion of surplus places, and very few appeals. Several schools applied for extra places under 
the ‘Popular schools initiative’ and none were successful. Some have tried to take more pupils than 
their standard number anyway and then ask for more accommodation. This has been made no 
longer permissible by the LEA. Other than this, admissions are handled by the schools themselves 
with little central control. According to the Admissions Officer, heads generally find the concept of 
appeals perplexing for if criteria have been applied there should, in their opinion, be no grounds. 
Many therefore do not tell parents of their right to appeal, therefore reinforcing the natural tendency 
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to simply accept the local school. Again, and for very different reasons, the role (or in this case the 
non-role) of the LEA acts to keep all schools supplied with a reasonable number of pupils. 



Conclusion 

This paper has begun to outline the changes over time of school recruitment for all secondary 
schools in England between 1989, the introduction of open enrolment, and 1999, the most recent 
complete figures available. Our first observation is that the rise in the secondary school age, cohort 
has meant that the actual number of students on roll has generally increased in most schools. This has 
been reinforced by a programme of school closure and amalgamation during the first half of the 
1990s. The circumstances are therefore not propitious for schools to face a drop in numbers over 
time. Given the very limited number of schools actually decreasing in size, and the even smaller 
number of these who also increased their share of pupils facing socio-economic disadvantage, the 
notion of spirals of decline resulting from increased market forces since 1988 can be dismissed. 
There is no empirical evidence to support the notion. 

Even where we focus only on those schools, such as ‘failing’ schools, likely to face such market 
pressures there is no evidence. Schools placed under Special Measures are more likely to have 
declining enrolment, but t is argued that such changes are closely related to the impact of the 
OFSTED inspections and not necessarily the effects of the market. Similarly, schools that were 
closed between 1995 and 1999 were not apparently in long-term decline before closure was 
proposed and implemented. Only with a long-term examination of school enrolment patterns, such 
as here, does a clearer understanding of the market upon intakes emerge. 

Whatever the impact of the introduction of market principles into the provision of education in the 
UK has been, it is clear from this analysis that the role of the Local Education Authorities, OFSTED 
inspectors and natural population changes are key, if not paramount, in determining changes to 
school recruitment. Local Education Authorities (and even central government) still have a large 
influence on maintaining school numbers via a process of school closure, amalgamation or 




27 



31 



admissions arrangements. We hope that our ongoing research in 40 LEAs will provide a greater 
understanding of their current role in maintaining schools recruitment. 

To some extent the lack of change as a result of introducing a policy of increased school choice is 
hardly surprising. Some observers had already suggested that this was a likely outcome (Levin and 
Riffel 1997, Gorard 1997), and others in the US are beginning to discover that competitive schemes 
such as the Cleveland Voucher Experiment (McGuinn and Hess 2000) and the Milwaukee Charter 
Scheme (Hess 2000) have produced no obvious reaction (other than symbolic ones by marketers 
and teachers’ unions) and little discernible change in the administration or leadership of publicly- 
funded schools. It is easy to exaggerate the significance of national policies in education, and 
important to retain a model in which such changes are heavily mediated by the actions of local 
agencies. 
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